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In what ways are experts involved in policy development, and with what results? This paper
attempts to answer these questions through a structured review of the academic literature,
focusing on the identification of ‘methodologies’ of expert involvement, and on analying the sub-
sequent policy impact of those exercises. Coding was applied to 103 articles, revealing that only a
small range of methods has been utilised, that method choice is infrequently justified, and with
little evidence of evaluation (either of the expert involvement process or of policy impact). We
argue that robust evaluative processes are necessary to refine the efficacy of involvement
processes (and the accuracy with which involvement methods are aligned to specific types of
policy questions) and to document policy translation of outcomes. We therefore propose a frame-
work to identify appropriate consultation methods for specific policy questions, and suggest some

criteria for reporting expert involvement processes in the future.
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1. Introduction

Current discussion focuses on how the opinions and expert-
ise of key stakeholders may bemost effectively incorporated
into the development and implementation of policy issues
(Renn 2006). Here, the term ‘stakeholders’ may include
individuals with expertise in a particular policy domain,
representatives of societal groups with an interest in an
area affected by policy development, or the general public.
The term ‘stakeholder involvement’ thus includes individ-
uals or organisations who perceive that they have a stake in
the policy issue under consideration, and who may be
impacted by a specific policy (Rowe and Frewer 2000).

There are various reasons as to why societal demand for
increased stakeholder inclusion in the policy processes has
arisen. These include increased societal demand for the

transparency, and inclusivity of stakeholders in decision-
making processes regarding policy development.
Arguably, increased institutional transparency is a pre-
requisite for the implementation of a more democratic
approach to decision-making in cases where various
sectors in society may be directly or indirectly affected
by the resulting policy. The consideration of a broader
range of expertise in assessing different policy options
might lead to better outcomes as more evidence (lay know-
ledge, perceptions, and preferences) is considered to be
part of the decision-making process (Renn 2006; Reed
2008; König et al. 2010). This is important as it is now
generally accepted that science is not ‘value free’ (Ravetz
1999) and that, in practice, experts often carry a political
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agenda (Pielke 2007), which is either honestly declared, or
presented as ‘value-free facts’. Synthesis of a broad range
of expert opinions, as well as transparency about choices
made regarding whom to involve, and how the expertise is
integrated into a judgement, are essential to be able to
evaluate the relevance and possible biases in expert
consultations.

The term ‘public’ includes various individuals and groups
with a broad range of interests. Public involvement in
policy processes is frequently described as ‘public engage-
ment’ or ‘public participation’. The public clearly repre-
sents an important stakeholder in the policy process, and
the characteristics of such policy processes have been dis-
cussed elsewhere (Rowe and Frewer 2000). However, the
position of experts, their knowledge level, and the value
placed on their judgement by policy-makers differs from
that of the general public. As a consequence, many stake-
holder involvement exercises will focus on experts and not
the public. Stakeholder involvement, which includes indi-
viduals professionally or institutionally involved with the
issue under discussion, is often termed ‘expert involvement’.
In practice, expert involvement has been often limited to
academics (Nishida et al. 2004), though other experts may
also possess extensive experience or expertise of direct rele-
vance to the policy issue under consideration. In this paper,
the working definition of an expert stakeholder is:

. . . those stakeholders who have gained domain specific expert-
ise through their profession.

Both the influence on policy development and implemen-
tation, or other metrics of ‘success’ (on policy development
and implementation) of expert involvement will be docu-
mented. To date, little attention has been paid to the evalu-
ation of which methodologies best facilitate expert and
stakeholder involvement in policy processes, with system-
atic discussion on evaluation largely being confined to
‘public participation’ (Rowe and Frewer 2000, 2005). As
is the case with public participation, there is no reason to
assume that current practices are optimal, or that the pur-
ported benefits to the policy-making are actually delivered
and are taken up into the policy process (Kampen and
Tamás 2013). Ideally, such analysis might lead to the de-
velopment of a framework for identifying the most appro-
priate methods for use with specific ‘types’ of policy
question. From this, recommendations and guidelines re-
garding the conduct of stakeholder involvement exercises
may be developed. This may lead to improved practice and
transparency in expert involvement.

If there is a clear account as to how such differences in
expert opinions may have influenced the expert opinion,
synthesis of opinions from different consultations can
occur. The political impacts of expert consultation can
then be evaluated. To our knowledge there is little
research emphasising how to systematically relate expert
consultations to policy requirements. Increased under-
standing of these issues would allow the selection of

methods most suited to collecting the required information
and to controlling for expert biases.

Various expert involvement methods have been used in
policy development. As in the case of public participation
(Rowe and Frewer 2005), analysis of these may be
compromised by definitional inadequacies, with different
process ‘names’ being applied to methods that are essen-
tially indistinguishable. Particular process names may be
attributed to methods that differ significantly and import-
antly from one another. For example, the term ‘workshop’
has been applied to a wide range of different methods.
These may include, on one hand, small groups engaging
in unstructured discussions, where there is no predefined
agenda provided, nor is the route for the potential impacts
of the outputs of the workshop on the policy process ex-
plicitly described (Newell et al. 2010). On the other hand,
the term may refer to large meetings of people requested to
systematically discuss a number of policy issues in a very
structured way, having been provided, a priori, with
relevant materials and information about the aims of the
meeting and an agenda (EMIDA 2010). If the transpar-
ency associated with the decision-making process and
policy impact are to be assessed, the methodologies used
must be explicitly described (in the report of the consult-
ation, and/or the associated journal paper). While meth-
odologists will agree with this claim, practice may be
different, and it is the latter that will determine the
quality and relevance of expert involvement.

The aim of this paper is to systematically review current
practice in the area of expert involvement, and identify the
methodologies applied to solicit expert opinion in policy
issues. Current practice, in terms of both methodologies
applied, the evaluation of their effectiveness, and assess-
ment of policy impact is identified, utilising systematic
review methodology to facilitate a transparent and repro-
ducible synthesis of available knowledge in this area.

2. Methods

2.1 Selection procedure and databases

A systematic review was conducted to identify relevant
papers based on search terms developed through an itera-
tive process reflecting: the type of professional participant,
the type of exercise, and those identifying that the exercise
was being conducted in order to inform policy or govern-
ance development and implementation. The final search
term used was:

(‘expert consultation’ OR ‘stakeholder consultation’ OR
‘end-user consultation’ OR ‘expert engagement’ OR ‘stake-
holder engagement’ OR ‘end-user engagement’ OR ‘expert

involvement’ OR ‘stakeholder involvement’ OR ‘end-user
involvement’) AND (policy OR governance)

The search was based on bibliographic databases of scien-
tific publications. While this excludes consultancy and
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policy reports, (which may provide insight into the prac-
tical application of expert consultation methods), scientific
publications are more likely to give a full account of meth-
odological decisions and limitations, which are the focus of
the current paper.

The search was conducted on abstract, title and
keywords on 19 January 2011 in two electronic databases
(Scopus and Web of Science).1 No limits were set for year
of publication, and for pragmatic reasons the search was
limited to English language publications. The search
yielded 839 papers (528 in Scopus and 311 in Web of
Science); 197 automatically detected duplicates were
deleted.

Abstracts were screened against the following criteria to
remove non-relevant papers:

. There were duplicate documents.

. Expert, stakeholder, or end-user not used in accord-
ance with the research question.

. The terms ‘consultation’, or ‘engagement’, or ‘involve-
ment’ not used in accordance with the research
question.

. The paper did not include any methodological or other
information relevant to assessing application of
methods.

. The paper did not contain relevant and original data
about an exercise that included expert participants.

. Results of the expert involvement exercise were not
reported in the paper.

The second author performed a ‘quick screening’ of all
abstracts. Fifty six abstracts were independently evaluated
by the first author as they could not be excluded or
included as a result of screening. Differences in opinion
were discussed and resolved. Screening of abstracts
resulted in the exclusion of 385 papers. Of these, 63 were
duplicates. Twenty-three were excluded because use of the
term ‘expert’, ‘stakeholder’, or ‘end-user’ was not as
intended, and 16 were excluded because the use of ‘involve-
ment’, ‘consultation’ or ‘engagement’ was not as defined,
in the context of the current review. Seventy-one papers
were excluded because the abstract gave no indication that
methods were described, 139 papers were excluded because
their abstracts suggested that they contained no original
data regarding expert involvement, and 63 abstracts sug-
gested that the paper contained no outcomes. Ten papers
were from non-peer reviewed sources. After the screening,
257 remained and full text versions were downloaded.

Full texts were retrieved from the university library of
the first author. If the library had no subscription to the
relevant journal, a copy was requested through the inter-
library service. Five papers could not be retrieved, leaving
252 papers. The full texts were again assessed against the
exclusion criteria, resulting in the exclusion of another 149
papers. Six were excluded as the use of ‘expert’ (or ‘stake-
holder’ or ‘end-user’) was not as intended, 24 had no
usable data relevant to the objectives, 56 did not contain

extractable data, and another 24 because they did not
actually discuss ‘expert involvement’ per se. For 33
papers, peer review could not be guaranteed (mostly con-
ference proceedings). One paper was excluded as a dupli-
cate, and five used English for the abstract, but a different
language in the full paper. The remaining 103 papers were
coded in depth.

A coding scheme was developed from the research ob-
jectives and tested using a randomly selected subset of ten
papers, after which some codes were added. Subsequently,
the coding scheme was piloted again (n=14), resulting in
the following five groups of codes for recording study
content.

. Document identification. Bibliographical data.

. Study descriptors. The wording used for the type of
participant and type of exercise, the methodology
adopted to elicit response, disciplinary scope and
research aim of the study as well as the number of
studies reported in a single paper.

. Sample details. The number of participants, participant
selection, and geographical information.

. Methods for data collection within specific studies. The
process of data collection and analysis, the duration of
the consultation, and controls for researcher bias.

. Impact indicators. Whether or not the paper reported
policy impact evaluation and, if so, which evaluation
criteria were applied.

3. Results

3.1 Sample description

The publications included in the review were published in
85 different journals. The 103 papers, reported a total of
157 studies. Most (n=70) reported a single study, 18
reported two studies, and the remainder reported three
to six studies (3 studies n=8, 4 studies n=4, 5 studies
n=1, 6 studies n=1).

Data collection occurred in 52 different countries.
Papers reporting data from a single country (N=72)
most frequently originated in the UK (n=27). Other fre-
quently reported countries were Australia (n=12), the
USA (n=10), China (n=9) and Canada (n=8).
English speaking countries with a strong academic publi-
cation culture are most represented, unsurprising given the
language restrictions on selection.

Nearly half (n=34) of the papers reported expert inputs
that originated in Europe (mainly in EU member states),
followed by those originating in North America (n=17),
Oceania (n=12), Asia (n=7), and Sub-Saharan Africa
(n=2). Papers reporting data collection in multiple
countries (N=21) were most frequently identified as
originating across Europe (n=11) or were global in
their extent (n=8). Only one paper, which included
global data (Borre et al. 2001), involved South American
experts.
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The majority of studies were conducted at the national
level (n=53), or within a region of a country (n=37).
The remaining studies were local (n=23), or conducted
within a geographic region involving multiple countries
(n=16) or, as indicated previously, at the global level
(n=8). This information was not available for 21
studies (13% of the total).

3.2 Type of exercise and participant

The terms ‘consultation’ (n=34), ‘involvement’ (n=32),
and ‘engagement’ (n=18), were most frequently used
to describe the expert involvement exercise followed by
‘participation’ (n=16), ‘perception’ (n=12), ‘view’
(n=6), ‘perspectives’ (n=5), ‘opinion’ (n=3), ‘assess-
ment’ (n=2), ‘survey’ (n=2), and ‘value scoping’
(n=2). An additional 12 terms to describe the type of
exercise were used only once: testing tool, mixed, represen-
tation, debate, deliberation, elicitation, input, appraisal,
judgement, social learning, expert management, multidis-
ciplinary approach (in general).

The majority of the papers (n=68) consistently used a
single term for the type of exercise. The other 35 papers
used either two or three different terms. Use of multiple
terms could be applied to consistently identify different
types of involvement within a paper, for example Keune
et al. (2009) used the terms ‘expert assessment’ and ‘stake-
holder deliberation’ consistently to discuss different types
of involvement. However, not all papers were consistent in
the use of terminology, and thus different terms could also
refer to the same exercise. In one paper (Peterson 2004)
the terms ‘perspectives’, ‘perceptions’ and ‘involvement’
were applied interchangeably. Participants were frequently
referred to as ‘stakeholders’ (n=76) or ‘experts’ (n=32).
Sometimes specific expertise was used to describe partici-
pants (n=7) (e.g. fishermen, landholders, directors of
public health, farmers, or managers). In addition, the
term ‘participant’ itself (n=4), as well as ‘informant’
(n=2) was used in this context. Five papers referred to
participants using different terminology. Most papers con-
sistently used a single term for the participants (n=83),
though in 20 papers different groups of participants were
referred to with different terms. For example, Whitmarsh
et al. (2009) used the terms: ‘expert’, ‘citizen’, and ‘stake-
holder’. The latter was used to refer to analyses related to
the combined expert and citizen sample.

3.3 Selection of expert samples in the literature

From the 159 studies, 81 reported the sample selection
method used to recruit participants, allowing assessment
of potential bias of biases in expert samples. Five studies
described the selection method in insufficient detail to
allow replication. The remaining 73 studies did not
report the sample selection methods. Studies most fre-
quently reported quota sampling as part of the recruitment

process (i.e. the use of criteria to select participants,
n=37). Other methods included a form of convenience
sampling (i.e. approaching researchers via existing
networks, n=17), identification of potential participants
by (project) partners (n=10), or construction of the
sample from the published literature or through internet
search (n=5). In some studies, the whole population of
interest was approached (n=23), or random sampling of
this population was applied (n=5). In addition, 19 studies
adopted the ‘snowballing method’ (asking participants for
name and contact details of additional experts they con-
sidered relevant), of which eight studies reported applying
this as a second-stage methodology following initial
participant recruitment. In all, 47 studies used a single
method, 26 used two methods, and eight used three or
more methods to recruit participants.

3.4 Typology of expert involvement methodologies

The most frequently reported methods were ‘semi-
structured interviews’ (n=45), ‘one-off questionnaires’
(n=28), ‘workshops’ (n=37), ‘focus groups’ (n=12),
‘consultations’ (n=11), ‘Delphi’ (n=5), ‘iterative ques-
tionnaires’ (n=2), a ‘jury’ (n=2), or some type of ‘ob-
servational process’ (n=2). An additional 13 methods
were reported only once: (longitudinal case studies,
scenario commenting, brainstorming, simulation sessions,
conferences, expert panels, population surveys, working
groups, contacting experts, telephone contact, library
information, evaluation workbook, summit).

For those methods that were reported at least five times,
methodological aspects are documented in the following
tables: sampling aspects (see Table 1), data collection
and analysis (see Table 2), and duration of the consult-
ation (see Table 3). Consultations generally reported
no information on sample, data collection and procedures
followed, making inclusion in the summary tables prob-
lematic. The term ‘consultation’ was used predominantly
in activities sponsored by international governmental
institutions (e.g. FAO, WHO; seven out of 11 studies),
whereas ‘workshops’ were more frequently reported by
other actors, such as university researchers. The lack of
background on consultations by national governments,
and acceptance of that standard for reporting, makes
assessment of potential biases in the consultation difficult
to assess.

3.4.1 Participants. Different methodologies are charac-
terised on the basis of number of experts involved, whether
participants were consulted individually or as a group,
and, where possible, on the basis of the participant selec-
tion method used. Unlike the other methods, Delphi meth-
odology typically utilises a combination of individual
expert consultation with aggregated feedback of group re-
sponses provided to individual experts over a series of
‘rounds’.

Expert involvement in policy development . 335

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/spp/article/41/3/332/1632782 by guest on 19 M

ay 2023



3.4.2 Design and analysis. Table 2 provides informa-
tion relating to design and data analysis. Both interviews
and focus groups used face-to-face researcher and partici-
pant methodologies to collect (primarily) qualitative data.
One-off questionnaires and Delphi studies generally

combined quantitative and qualitative data collection
and analysis techniques. Again, only some of the studies
reported all relevant information regarding the design
and analysis of the expert involvement exercise. Some
studies reported using a combination of data collection

Table 1. Participants in expert involvement exercises

Name of

method

N Number of experts involveda Experts consulted

individually or as

a group

Participant sampling methodb

ntot min . . .max Median

Interview 45 38 3 . . . 279 25 Individually Approach whole population of interest (n=2)

Convenience sampling (n=8)

Quota sampling (n=11)

Random sample (n=1)

Snowballing (n=12)

One-off

questionnaire

28 23 14 . . . 1200 70 Individually Approach whole population of interest (n=10)

Convenience sampling (n=7)

Quota sampling (n=6)

Random sample (n=2)

Snowballing (n=12)

Workshop 37 18 2 . . . 193 24 Group Approach whole population of interest (n=7)

Convenience sampling (n=6)

Quota sampling (n=12)

Random sample (n=1)

Snowballing (n=3)

Focus group 12 7 13 . . . 76 24 Group Convenience sampling (n=4)

Quota sampling (n=4)

Random sample (n=1)

Snowballing (n=2)

Delphi 5 5 12 . . . 400 30 Individual response, but

through feedback may be

influenced by group.

Outcomes on group level

Convenience sampling (n=3)

Quota sampling (n=1)

antot=number of studies reporting,/minimum . . .maximum; Mdn=median.
bonly those studies that reported sampling method are counted.

Table 2. Design and analysis of expert involvement exercises

Method N Data typea Collection instrumentb Data analysisc

ntot nqt nql nboth

Interview 45 21 1 13 7 Face to face (n=28) Content (n=16)

Face to face using questionnaire (n=5) Descriptive (n=5)

One-off questionnaire 28 19 5 2 12 Questionnaire (n=27) Content (n=4)

Descriptive (n=11)

Workshop 37 7 1 3 3 Outcome collation (n=10) Content (n=3)

Questionnaire (n=3) Descriptive (n=3)

Observation (n=1) Consensus (n=2)

Focus group 12 4 0 3 1 Face-to-face (n=5) Content (n=1)

Descriptive (n=2)

Delphi 5 3 0 0 3 Questionnaire (n=2) Content (n=1)

Descriptive (n=1)

antot=number of studies reporting data type in total; nqt=quantitative data; nql=qualitative data; nboth=both.
bn=number of studies reporting details about data collection instrument.
cn=number of studies reporting details on data analysis.
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instruments (respectively for: workshop (n=5), interview
(n=3), one-round questionnaire (n=1), focus group
(n=1), Delphi (n=2)). For example, Roberts et al.
(2010) report combining a telephone interview, email
questionnaire, postal questionnaire and six stakeholder
groups. There is no standardised approach to combining
methodologies.

3.4.3 Procedure. Questionnaires, interviews and focus
groups were all designed to fit into a half-day time slot.
Interviews, conducted by the researcher and often at a
location chosen by the expert, had an average duration
of about 1.5 hours. In contrast, workshops often took
much longer, with durations ranging from less than
a day to up to three days, with a median duration of
1.5 days.

The extent to which expert participants in the different
studies had been provided with information relating to the
objectives and structure of the exercise in advance of the
consultation was not frequently described. The purpose of
the exercise was communicated in advance of the expert
involvement exercise in 14 studies, and the methodology
to be used in 11 studies.

Interviews and one-off questionnaires are designed as
unidirectional methods in which the participant provides
information to the researcher (and by implication to the
research sponsor), whereas workshops, focus groups, and
Delphi methodologies allow for a certain degree of hori-
zontal participant interaction, the potential to interact
with the sponsor, as well as, in many cases, engage in a
‘dialogue’ or two-way information flow.

3.4.4 Field of application of the expert involvement
exercises. Most papers (which may report multiple
studies) originated from policy-related research in the
area of environmental sciences (43 papers), public health
(37 papers), and agriculture and food safety (9 papers) (see
Table 4). An additional 14 domains were included at least
once in the studies contributing to the data base. One
paper addressed the development of expert involvement
in foresight methodology itself (Klenk and Hickey 2011).

3.5 Methodological rigor

From the 103 papers included in the analysis, only 12
papers reported evaluation of the process of consultation.
Of these, five embedded the evaluation as part of the
exercise itself (of which three used a questionnaire to
evaluate the exercise); five used multiple methods to
assess the quality process (of which all used a question-
naire, together with focus groups, a case study, feedback
sessions, or qualitative evaluation by the authors). For the
remaining four studies it was unclear how the evaluation
was conducted, as further details were not provided.
A single paper raised four evaluation criteria for
evaluating the effectiveness of participatory processes
(Saarikoski et al. 2010), comprising: inclusiveness (a
broad range of interest groups were present, and no stake-
holder or interest group that was willing to participate was
deliberately excluded from the process), interactiveness
(formation of deliberative spaces, joint problem solving),
fairness (all views were heard and respected, an uncon-
strained process, free access to all relevant information),

Table 3. Procedure of expert involvement exercises

Method used N Duration

Interview 45 . Mean: 87 minutesa (minimum 15 minutes, maximum 180 minutes)

One-round questionnaire 28 . Duration of survey response time reported in two papers: (1) 10 minutes, (2) 40 minutes

. Time survey with participants: 3 months (median) (minimum 2 months, maximum 9 months)

Workshop 26 . Median: 1.5 days (minimum less than 1 day, maximum 3 days)

Focus group 12 . Reported by 2 papers: (1) 45–90 minutes, (2) 180 minutes

Delphi 5 . No data available

aEach study was represented as one case by taking reported mean duration or average of minimum and maximum duration if no mean was reported. One study provided

only a minimal duration (30 minutes) and was omitted.

Table 4. Field of application versus methods applied in relevant

studies

Name

method

N

(method)

Environmental

science

(N=67a)

Public

health

(N=59a)

Agriculture

and food

(N=13a)

Other

(N=20a,b)

Interview 45 24 14 4 3

One-off

questionnaire

28 15 9 1 3

Workshop 26 11 7 4 4

Focus group 12 1 7 2 2

Delphi 5 1 3 0 1

Other methods 43 15 19 2 7

aThis table reports the 159 studies, and not the 103 papers. Multi-study papers

make totals surpass number of papers.
bAcross 14 domains: finance, organisation management, (nuclear) crisis manage-

ment, e-governance, ICT in education, academia–industry knowledge transfer,

hydrogen as energy carrier, transportation management, space policy, public

policies in general, ethical policies, mobility policy, sustainable development, fore-

sight method development.
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and impact (potential to influence decision-making, recon-

ciliation of different interests, capacity building).
Seven papers reported the use of criteria to evaluate the

‘process’ (n=7), ‘outcomes’ (n=3), or the ‘exercise’ itself

(n=2). In one paper, for example, expert involvement was

assessed regarding the effectiveness of the process (the de-

velopment of an ethical engagement framework): a quali-

tative assessment of the outcomes was performed, and the

participants’ own assessment of the process incorporated

into the evaluation (Jensen et al. 2010). Another paper

evaluated the impact of the exercise in terms of the social

goal of participants feeling more confident after the

exercise, due to their participation in it (Alberts 2007).

A total of 10 papers reported on the researchers’ effort

to control for bias of the researcher associated with report-

ing the results of the expert consultation. These studies

typically adopted semi-structured interviews (n=9),

Delphi methodology (n=2), or focus groups (n=1) as

the primary involvement process. Of nine interview

studies that put effort into controlling researcher bias,

eight reported that audiotaping and transcription of the

interviews had occurred, and one (Newell et al. 2010)

reported that the interviewer minuted the major points as

they were presented by participants. Six papers reported

having used a formal interview schedule. The focus groups

were videotaped and transcribed. Authors reported six

times how they dealt with participant selection, for

example, through adding interview participants until

response saturation occurred. In five studies, it was

reported that qualitative data analysis (‘coding’) was con-

ducted by multiple researchers to control for researcher

bias, while one other study reported that an independent

researcher verified the coding scheme by checking three

transcripts. Five studies reported that the participants

were requested to confirm the veracity of the transcripts

or results prior to subsequent analysis by researchers.

The majority of the papers included in the analysis
(n=92) do not make reference to the impact the in-
volvement process may have had on policy development
and implementation (see Table 5). Ten papers identified
potential policy implications—though they did not
measure these. Two of these were directly connected to
policy development through their sponsors and provided
specific recommendations of interest to the policy devel-
opment body concerned. Another two described how the
conclusions of the exercise were submitted to the sponsor
(in this case government agencies) and were either under
consideration by the relevant minister (de Witte 2009), or
described how the recommendations were being dealt
with by the sponsoring body, or in terms of the reactions
of the press (Keune et al. 2008). The other papers
describe the effect of a policy (Tiwari et al. 2002), the
process of policy implementation (Coffee et al. 2010), or
provided recommendations to policy-makers in general
rather than a specific sponsor or policy development
institution.

3.5.1 Reflections on methodologies used. For just
over half of the papers (n=61) the authors provided no
critique of the methodologies applied. The discussion
sections typically focused on the outcomes and topic of
the research. In less than half of the papers (n=42), the
authors provided a critique of the methodology in either
the discussion or methodology sections. Most frequently,
the authors reflected on methodological shortcomings
related to the sample (n=15), such as: sample size,
participant representativeness, selection bias, or specific
properties of the method applied (n=12). Issues concern-
ing the generalizability of results were also frequently dis-
cussed (n=4). Evaluation of policy impact was generally
not addressed when reflecting on the limitations of the
paper.

Table 5. Methodological rigour of expert involvement exercises

Quality of consultation Control of researcher biasa Impact on policies Reflection on quality of own research

Evaluation as part

of consultation

5 Audiotaping and full

transcription

8 A posteriori analysis 1 Sample issues 15

Multiple evaluation

methods used

3 Minutes 1 Policy implication submitted to

sponsor

2 Generalisability of research 4

Evaluation claimed

but not described

4 Use of formal interview

protocol

6 Policy implication under

consideration by policy-makers

2 Methodological strength

and weakness

12

Procedure for

participant inclusion

6 Generic description of potential

policy relevance

6

Intercoder reliability 5

Participant feedback on

veracity of transcripts

5

Not evaluated 91 Not mentioned 93 No reference 92 None 61

aMultiple actions are possible within one paper.
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4. Discussion

This paper has systematically reviewed current practice of
expert involvement within the policy domain. The scientific
literature that was included in the review has predomin-
antly originated in the domain of environmental and
health sciences or policy development applied to the agri-
culture and food sector. The majority of papers reported
on a single exercise using data originating from one
country.

Three main issues that form barriers against interpret-
ation of the quality of the expert consultation, and sub-
jective choices and biases of the authors of the stakeholder
papers by the reader, were identified: (1) little to no
structured deliberation on choice of method; (2) lack of
evaluation of actual policy impact; (3) lack of quality
control measures. These shortcomings will be discussed
and practical suggestions for the future will be provided.

4.1 Choice of method

Five primary methods were predominantly used, which
could be differentiated according to whether they
involved one-way communication from participants to
the researchers or sponsors (the one-off questionnaire,
and, potentially, the interview), or involved more inter-
active communication (the workshop, focus group, and
Delphi methodology). Experts were consulted on an indi-
vidual basis using interview or one-off questionnaire
methodologies, as part of groups using workshop and
focus group methodologies, or using a ‘hybridised’ meth-
odology, in the form of a Delphi, which allows for
individualised interaction as well as group consultation.

The choice of method tended to be based on pragmatic
reasons, rather than being aimed at fitting the specific
research goal, or context. An alternative basis for selecting
between research methods, based on the context of the
policy scenario, will now be proposed. It may, however,
be relevant to first distinguish between the characteristics
of the policy issue under consideration. Specifically, a dis-
tinction can be made between:

. The extent to which there is uncertainty associated
with the impact of a particular issue, for example, in
association with a specific risk assessment or risk as-
sessment methodology, or under circumstances where
different outcomes or impacts may apply to different
demographic groups, populations, or geographical
regions (Renn et al. 2011).

. The extent to which topics are ‘un-ambiguous’, where
ambiguity is defined as a case where there are multiple
legitimate interpretations and opinions that potentially
influence the way an individual expert interprets specific
issues (i.e. the ‘value mapping’ of the expert involved in
deliberations or consultations (Renn et al. 2011)).

. Differentiation between situations where experts are
(potentially) in agreement or in disagreement with

each other at the start of the exercise. Although this
distinction may seem superfluous in the context of am-
biguous opinions, this is not necessarily the case. For
example, experts from food processing industries may
have different opinions and values compared to those
from environmental non-governmental organisations
regarding the structure of the global food chain, but
may agree on a strategy for the development of sus-
tainable production of crops that have low environ-
mental impact (Fischer et al. 2012).

A second distinction might be made regarding the specific
goal of the expert involvement exercise, where the goal can
be divided into either being an expert exercise aimed at
providing decision support (de Witte 2009), or one more
focused on collating existing opinions to gather informa-
tion in the relevant expert domain (Gonzalez-Zapata et al.
2007).

Finally, it is important to consider the expert population
the policy process requires. Experts may constitute
individuals with different opinions regarding the develop-
ment of a specific policy, for example, the development of
a future research agenda delivered to meet a specific
societal problem (Wentholt et al. 2012), or may represent
a range of societal stakeholders with an interest in a broad
policy issue such as local governance (Edelenbos and Klijn
2006). The geographical distribution of expertise may also
need to be considered where a specific policy issue under
discussion may require the involvement of experts in
diverse geographical locations (Frewer et al. 2011).

Specific types of methods to expert involvement are
more likely to deliver the relevant information required
for policy (see Table 6), and are suggested in italic at the
end of each of the relevant subsections below.

4.1.1 Expert involvement aimed at decision-making

4.1.1.1 Consensus seeking. In cases where expert agree-
ment is needed to inform a decision, where there are high
levels of ambiguity but little uncertainty regarding poten-
tial impacts of the decision, consensus may be needed.
An initial starting point may be to initiate the development
of shared values within the expert group, or transparency
regarding individual expert values and how these differ.
Once value similarity and dissimilarity has been revealed,
the group may be able to tolerate initial disagreements
in societal perspective or stance. As part of this, it is
important to exchange views in an interactive way. The
use of a (moderated) workshop format may be appropriate,
as this would allow the free exchange of information and
points of view.

4.1.1.2 Distant consensus seeking. In cases where agree-
ment is needed to inform decisions under conditions of
ambiguity, but where there is little uncertainty, and
where the policy issue under discussion requires experts
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who are geographically dispersed, or who cannot meet in
the same physical location for other reasons, the use of
workshop methodology will not be feasible. Distant con-
sensus seeking methods are recommended. The use of tele-
conference or videoconference may be appropriate, but
difficulties in moderation may result in the opinions of a
few individuals dominating the discussion, as may linguis-
tic disparities under conditions where participants are
internationally based. Such methods may be inappropriate
under circumstances where many experts are involved.
A policy Delphi may be appropriate, perhaps used in con-
junction with a smaller expert workshop to refine policy-
relevant questions prior to the Delphi exercise itself.

4.1.1.3 Consensus seeking and boundary setting: Distant

consensus seeking and boundary setting. If ambiguity re-
garding expert opinion and uncertainty regarding policy
outcomes are relevant to the policy issue, it becomes im-
portant to set ‘boundaries’ for under what circumstances
the information will influence the policy process. Due to
the uncertainty of impact, additional emphasis must
be placed on communicating the terms of reference of
the exercise, and potential limitations of the outputs
on the policy process to the participants. For example,
the terms of reference provided to experts at the outset
might indicate that the outputs of the expert involvement
exercise will be used as one stream of evidence in consid-
eration of policy developments, together with other infor-
mation so that due account is taken of minority views that
arise, or disagreement about policy options being dis-
cussed. Interactive methods (the workshop or Delphi meth-
odology) with additional attention for terms of reference
may be appropriate.

4.1.1.4 Confirmation poll. In situations of low ambiguity,
low uncertainty, and where expert ‘buy-in’ or legitimisa-
tion of a specific policy option is required as an output,
there is little need for interactive expert involvement.
Under these circumstances it may be appropriate simply
to ask experts to indicate the extent to which they agree or
disagree with the policy option under discussion. At the
same time it remains important to observe who holds
minority opinions. Opinion polling may be useful to
identify agreement and the presence of minority opinions
especially when a large number of experts need to be con-
sulted in a short time frame.

4.1.1.5 Anonymised consensus seeking. In situations
where a policy issue is controversial and the outcome
does not require consensus, or where experts are required
to provide information about their own views, rather than
representing their employers or other stakeholders or in-
stitutional groups, it is important to create an atmosphere
where participants can express independent views. Under
circumstances of high certainty and low ambiguity.T
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(Anonymised) polling may be an appropriate tool. If ambi-
guity or uncertainty is present, the use of anonymised
Delphi will provide the basis for interactive, anonymised
discussion.

4.1.1.6 Vote. In cases where there is little ambiguity or
uncertainty, but the potential for disagreement has been
identified across experts (e.g. from the available scientific
literature), it is unlikely that further discussion will resolve
the disagreement. If resolution is required in a short term
frame (e.g. in a crisis context involving an urgent policy
response). The majority opinion should be identified
through voting (whether anonymised or otherwise), using a
simplified poll with single responses being required for each
policy option under consideration. It should be noted that the
application of voting as an instrument to consult experts
may result in disaffection, given that minority opinions are
unlikely to be given due consideration in the policy process.

4.1.2 Expert involvement in information
gathering. Exploratory scoping of a policy issue that
involves a large number of experts with different expertise
may involve the use of different discussion or interview
protocols, or surveys according to disciplinary back-
ground. Experts who are ‘geo-dispersed’ may need to be
accessed using survey instruments distributed using differ-
ent channels, as a single method may not be appropriate
for all potential participants. For example, broadband
internet penetration may not be the same in all parts of
the world, indicating the need for recourse to more trad-
itional survey methodologies. If consensus regarding inte-
gration of the information gathered is needed, the use of
Delphi methodology may be relevant. If the policy issue
under consideration is associated with low ambiguity and
high certainty, an opinion poll should demonstrate that
relevant expert opinion is in line with a particular policy
option, followed by interviews of experts who dissent from
the majority view.

If the policy-maker wishes to collate information about
the boundaries of a particular future policy development
associated with high ambiguity, iterative methods will be
needed to create a shared understanding of the information
that may be required. Depending on the number of experts
to be consulted, and the extent towhich iteration is required,
Delphi-based approaches may be useful, allowing many
different experts to be consulted. Focus groups or one-to-
one interviews may be used to set the boundaries for subse-
quent expert involvement exercises may be best.

4.2 Evaluation of impact

A second important gap relates to the lack of evaluation of
the effectiveness of the consultation process on policy
impact. An important research question is the extent to
which policy changes have been implemented as a

consequence of the consultation process. This may be
because policy translation of output takes place after
research papers have been published, and the consultation
phase has been completed (Rowe et al. 2005). A prospect-
ive analysis of policy impact is needed in order to justify
and optimise expert involvement within the policy process
per se. As a de minimus, the process by which such policy
outputs are anticipated to have an impact on local,
national, regional or international policy should be
described, both in terms of process (how is the information
to be translated and delivered to decision-makers) and
practice. For example, it is important for researchers or
sponsors to address how the outcomes of the expert in-
volvement exercise will be included in policy development,
and how this information will be conveyed to stakeholders.
If the outcomes are not used (explicitly or implicitly) in the
policy process, communication must address why this was
the case. The intended ‘route of transmission’ of outcomes
to policy end-users needs to be described, together with
any actionable and concrete policy recommendations
that arise out of the exercise, independent of whether
these are taken up into the policy process. This will
allow for subsequent analysis of future impacts.

4.3 Quality control

The failure to report ‘quality control’ measures adopted
either as an integral or independent part of the method-
ology applied in the expert involvement exercise is
relevant. As scientific advice provided by experts is not
‘value-free’, transparency in methodological and quality
deliberations made in conducting expert involvements, is
need to assess potential ‘biases’ and to be able to evaluate
whether a paper is relevant (Kampen and Tamás 2013).
The current lack of systematic quality measures may be a
consequence of pragmatic limitations on their implemen-
tation (e.g. time or cost). Rowe et al. (2005) provide a
discussion regarding the difficulties in evaluating public
engagement exercises that is likely to also be informative
for the expert domain.

The scarce provision of details regarding methodologies
and evaluative frameworks applied to expert involvement
exercises, suggests a lack of appreciation of the importance
of their methodologically rigorous execution. The scientific
and policy communities, as well as journal editors, should
aim to ‘raise the stakes’ regarding rigorous methodological
application.

Some reflections on the current systematic review are
warranted. The current review identified only a few
papers that would meet the proposed evaluative criteria.
The focus of this review on reporting outcomes in terms of
policy translation (and which were written for a specific
policy end-user audience) may have inadvertently excluded
methodologically rigorous papers that did not provide
policy recommendations. Furthermore, the review was
limited to English language documents, and generalisation

Expert involvement in policy development . 341

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/spp/article/41/3/332/1632782 by guest on 19 M

ay 2023



beyond English speaking countries must be made with
caution. In addition, the review is limited to the published
scientific literature stored in selected databases, while
many policy reports that are used are part of the grey lit-
erature. The combinations used in the search term may
have introduced a bias towards certain types of expert
involvement exercises, by using high-level ‘overarching
terms’, and some of the best developed methods may
have been underrepresented in the current sample. For
example, Delphi studies are usually identifiable by the
name of the method (Delphi), instead of by umbrella
terms such as expert involvement (Wentholt et al. 2010).
In addition, the choice of search terms may have been
influenced by European jargon resulting in an overrepre-
sentation of UK-based papers.

Differences with other reviews may be because the
application of systematic review methodologies in the
social sciences has been less well developed compared to
other disciplinary areas. For example, the methodologies
applied, and the structure of dependent variables, may
be more diverse, and terminologies less ‘precise’ or
harmonised across publications, when compared, for
instance, to reviews of clinical trials or epidemiological
studies (Ronteltap et al. 2011), or may have less structured
abstract content or key terms (Papaioannou et al. 2010).
These factors complicate the process of information re-
trieval (e.g. in relation to quality assessment) and may
indicate that a code of best practice may be needed to
ensure rigor in developing and applying systematic review
processes within the social sciences (Grayson and
Gomersall 2003). While these problems may have resulted
in the omission of key articles, requiring the development
and application of best practice in this area, the finding that
other reviews using different methods and search terms
have arrived at similar conclusions (McNie 2007) gives con-
fidence that the current review did tap into the relevant
literature. In spite of these issues, one major advantage of
the systematic approach is that all choices are explicit and
transparent, making it possible for the reader of systematic
reviews to assess whether there were problematic biases
during selection, coding and interpretation of papers.

5. Conclusions

Developing a more formalised approach to reporting and
evaluating expert involvement exercises would contribute
to establishing methodological rigor, as well as to the de-
velopment of standards or criteria against which individual
exercises can be judged as acceptable and transparent
in terms of delivering information of relevance to policy
development. As a de minimus, the following salient meth-
odological deliberations towards a particular exercise need
to be reported:

. Method selection. Describe how the consultation was
operationalized, why a specific methodology was

adopted, and how the methods relate to the objectives
of the exercise.

. Policy impact. Report intended ‘route of transmission’
of outcomes to policy end-users, together with action-
able and concrete policy recommendations.

. Quality control of the applied research. Discuss limita-
tions, and ways to control researcher bias. At least
report:
. Participant characteristics. Nature of expertise,

method of recruitment, numbers of experts who
were included and who declined to participate.

. Procedure. Duration of the exercise, if relevant,
details on the information provided in advance
of the exercise (e.g. disclosure of procedure, or
purpose of exercise).

Greater transparency and rigor in process design, applica-
tion, and reportage, can only enhance the likelihood of
experts, stakeholders, and the general public exhibiting
the necessary trust in the outcomes of expert involvement
(and in the entities that sponsor and implement them). In
the absence of a corpus of stringently evaluated studies,
a number of recommendations for potential best practice
in designing involvement for different research contexts
have been suggested. We invite other researchers to
consider, use and respond to these suggestions.
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